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Citizens’ Efficiency Commission Recommendation: 

Building Permitting System Review and Management 
 

Introduction 
  

This report represents a formal recommendation by the Citizens’ Efficiency 

Commission (CEC). Members of the CEC and its research staff have 

verified information contained in this report.  The Commission expresses its 

hope that relevant local leaders will review the recommendation and 

take strides toward its implementation.   

 

In light of limitations encountered in its research process, the CEC 

recommends that local jurisdictions involved in the building permitting 

process endeavor to document their permitting processes and consider 

implementing a combined project tracking software system or a structure 

for system management.  

 

The Commission is prepared to provide assistance to the greatest extent 

possible for the review and implementation of these recommendations. 

The CEC may be interested in further efficiency considerations that 

develop based on this advisory report. 

 

Background Information 
 

At its initial public input meetings in 2012, the CEC received a request to 

examine the possibility of standardizing the building codes in smaller 

municipalities in Sangamon County.  The Community Development 

Committee of the CEC first examined this issue by developing an 

understanding related to existing code adoption and enforcement from 

municipal mayor/village president interviews conducted by the CEC’s 

village appointee, Commissioner Robert Plunk. 

 

As the CEC proceeded in its research, it found that building codes, where 

in existence, are more or less standardized throughout the region due to 

the use of the International Building Code, although not all jurisdictions 

adopt this code in its entirety. Although further standardization across 

jurisdictions and more complete adoption of codes throughout the 

county may ultimately be of benefit in maintaining and improving 

property values as well as public safety, during its research process the 

Community Development Committee gradually found it beneficial to 

transfer its focus to the building permitting process.  

 

The CEC was aware that varying requirements and deadlines exist in local 

jurisdictions’ permitting process, and also that this process can have 

considerable potential to impact or delay development projects. The CEC 

ultimately found that, while concerns exist related to the process of 

building permitting, existing systems are too disparate and complex to fully 

and transparently articulate and understand their flaws in a manner useful 

for the CEC’s typical recommendation process. This problem identification 

process ultimately generated the CEC’s recommendation, and will be 

further described below in support of the recommendation.  
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Upon the completion of preliminary research, the Community Development Committee 

presented the following finding to the CEC at its September 2012 meeting:  

 

The Community Development Committee has received public indication that the building 

codes and permitting or development processes utilized by various jurisdictions in Sangamon 

County could benefit from increased transparency, uniformity, and accessibility. After 

preliminary review, the committee notes that numerous alternatives may exist for tracking, 

standardizing, and otherwise streamlining the involvement of local governments in the 

development process. The committee requests the full support of the Commission to further 

examine these alternatives with the goal of recommending which, if any, would be most 

beneficial in improving the current processes utilized locally.  

 

Efficiency Research Questions 
 

Upon approval of this finding, as it pursued its research related to this finding, the CEC asked 

questions such as: 

 

 How do jurisdictions in Sangamon County define building codes and the building 

permitting process? 

 Do standardized building codes exist in Sangamon County, and if not, would they 

lead to increased efficiencies in local government? 

 How does the land development process in Sangamon County function?  

 What is required to receive a building permit for various types of projects? 

 What defines the building permitting process?  

 Where, if anywhere, do inefficiencies exist within this process?  

 What might be done to increase the efficiency of this process? 

 

Overview of Existing Services 

 
The zoning, land development, and building processes are complex ones that, in many 

jurisdictions in Sangamon County, involve numerous governmental agencies and actors. 

Each plays a role in ensuring that building and development projects come to completion in 

safe, effective and well-conceived ways. Their roles vary based upon the project type (e.g., 

nature of the anticipated land use, such as residential or commercial, size of project, 

potential impact on transportation), and the compliance of the project with permitted uses 

for the types of development planned. To provide some distinction as to the various 

processes involved, zoning provides regulation for land use and aspects of a property and its 

structures, while land development procedures deal with the regulatory aspects of the land 

subdivision process. Building permitting and codes are oriented toward ensuring that 

structures are constructed to a safe and appropriate standard that fits their intended uses.  

 

The type of project most citizens readily associate with building permits are those adding 

minor structures, such as garages or sheds, to an existing residential property. Given a 

situation in which land is already subdivided and its intended use is consisted with permitted 

uses and other conditions specified under the property’s zoning classification, residents can 

move forward through the normal building permit process. However, in some jurisdictions 

even this normal, minimal process requires a great deal of interaction with a complicated set 

of governmental entities.  

 

Those who interact most frequently with the land subdivision and zoning process, however, 

include the development community responsible for commercial and large-scale residential 
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development. For larger development projects that run the full gamut from zoning petitions 

to land subdivision regulation to building, the process requires considerable time and 

investment by both the public and private sectors.  

 

In order to narrow this research spectrum, the CEC first considered building codes 

specifically as described above, but then proceeded to examine in further detail the 

building permit process.  
 

Building Safety & Building Codes 

 

The entire process related to building inspections and permitting exists to promote improved 

public safety through sound structures. While local governments are given the mission of 

promoting public safety through these means, at times this core mission can come into 

conflict with the aims expressed by specific groups among their constituencies, that wish to 

develop properties more quickly or with a greater profit margin. Local governments are 

given the challenging task of balancing these objectives, and a building code is one tool 

that works toward cultivating increased public safety. 

 

Additionally, building codes are an important consideration in local government efficiency 

because quality residential and commercial structures contribute to more stable 

development patterns and potentially increase the value of property in a community. More 

importantly, building codes also provide community benefits such as reducing potential 

hazards of unsafe construction, protecting public health and local wealth, and creating 

minimum safety standards. Since building codes can assist in maintaining and increasing 

property values as well as helping to ensure that a structure is safe, undergoing a permitting 

and inspection process related to these codes can increase the likelihood that property 

insurers will cover a project.1  

 

When discussing building codes in this recommendation, the CEC is referring to both 

commercial and residential requirements for property construction and maintenance. The 

Illinois Building Commission Act defines building codes as “any municipal or county 

ordinance or resolution regulating the construction and maintenance of all structures within 

the municipality or county.”2 

  

The issue of non-uniform code adoption and enforcement in Sangamon County came to 

the CEC’s attention because of an incident in the Village of Mechanicsburg in the mid-

2000s. In this situation, a number of residences in a newly developed subdivision had issues 

with faulty electric wiring and settling foundations, which caused concerns with home 

valuation.3 Although this situation evokes the importance of building codes, many local 

governments indicated that they have limited interest in adopting local codes.4  

 

Implicit in the conversation on code adoption is the question of enforcement. Building code 

enforcement includes the inspection of a building project by a qualified local building 

inspector, and the certification that the building project is code-compliant at all necessary 

stages of the building process. Enforcement can also include the issuance of citations or the 

halting or delaying of construction or occupancy based on instances of non-compliance. 

Building code enforcement also includes the approval of building permit applications as 

related to code compliance.  

                                                 
1 International Code Council. “The Benefits of Building Permits.” 
2 20 ILCS 3918/55. 
3 CEC Interview with Doug Trew, former Mayor, Village of Mechanicsburg (October 4, 2012). 
4 CEC discussion with Regional Leadership Council (October 29, 2012). 
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Effective in 2010, Illinois Compiled Statute mandates that commercial inspections by a public 

or private entity occur for new commercial structures in all non-building code jurisdictions 

(Public Act 096-0704). This provision applies even to municipalities in Sangamon County that 

have not adopted building codes. The inspector must certify that the commercial building in 

the non-building code jurisdiction meets Capital Development Board standards, including 

the 2006 or later International Building Code, the International Existing Building Code, the 

International Property Maintenance Code, and the 2008 or later National Electric Code. 

However, some local governments have not yet developed inspection and enforcement 

processes to meet the demands of this mandate. 

 
 Current Local Status 

 

Not all municipalities in Sangamon County have adopted and enforce building codes.  In 

discussions with leaders of local municipalities, the CEC developed a tentative 

understanding of where in Sangamon County building codes are currently adopted and 

enforced. A blended system often exists, wherein some municipalities have adopted the 

International Building Code for residential or commercial development with or without 

modifications, the majority has property maintenance codes, and several have agreements 

or are in conversation related to code enforcement.5  

 

Although the CEC notes that some concerns exist related to lack of building code adoption 

and enforcement, it found that this matter is a local policy issue, which, while it would 

influence development practices in some areas, is not central to efficiency questions around 

the development and building process.  

 

Building Permitting Process 

 

The issue of building codes intersects with the building permitting process because many 

types of building permits require inspections to ensure that projects comply with existing 

codes. The building permitting process comes into play after a project has cleared both the 

zoning and land subdivision process if necessary. However, structural aspects required under 

a property’s zoning may inform the inspections required in for a building permit.  

 

The building permitting process is highly complex and varied, and represents only one 

portion of the broader development process. The CEC found that a Springfield-Sangamon 

County Regional Planning Commission (SSCRPC) resource, A Citizens’ Guide to 

Development Planning and Review, was helpful in providing a general understanding of the 

development and review processes.6 

 

 Existing Government Services 

 

As it pursued its research, the CEC found it difficult to capture a complete picture of the 

building permitting process. This is in large part due to the variations in process across the 

different jurisdictions in the county. A sample list of inspection requirements for Sangamon 

County is provided for illustrative purposes in Figure 1, below. This extensive listing applies to a 

single jurisdiction and therefore does not necessarily mirror the processes for the City of 

                                                 
5 Personal communication from Jim Stone, Sangamon County Department of Public Health (February 1, 

2011).  
6 SSCRPC (2011). “A Citizens’ Guide to Development Planning and Review.” Available at: 

http://www.co.sangamon.il.us/Departments/RegionalPlanning/documents/Land_Development_Subdi

vision/Citizens%20Guide2%20Color%20Version.pdf 

http://www.co.sangamon.il.us/Departments/RegionalPlanning/documents/Land_Development_Subdivision/Citizens%20Guide2%20Color%20Version.pdf
http://www.co.sangamon.il.us/Departments/RegionalPlanning/documents/Land_Development_Subdivision/Citizens%20Guide2%20Color%20Version.pdf
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Springfield or other municipalities, or for all types of development projects. However, it 

illustrates the complex number of steps and the potential for confusion in developing or 

building on property. 

 

As discussed previously, one key group impacted by the building permitting process is the 

development community. In order to develop a greater understanding of difficulties in the 

permitting process, the Community Development Committee of the CEC met with 

representatives of the Homebuilders Association.7 In this conversation, the CEC learned that 

Springfield and Sangamon County, the primary entities involved in permitting locally, had 

recently lost staff due to attrition or budgetary shortfalls, creating some delays in the process. 

The Homebuilders Association ultimately expressed that its primary concern is the length of 

time needed for a permit to travel through the permitting process, though it did not specify 

which jurisdictions’ systems create greatest cause for concern. The group indicated that in 

the permitting process, delays caused through scheduling or other challenges can lead to 

losses in profit or other negative impacts on development. The group’s representatives noted 

that commercial permits in the City travel through ten departments and residential permits 

through three as the normal course of action, and expressed concerns related to process 

transparency. However, no single, targeted portion of the process could be identified as an 

area in which systematic inefficiencies occur. Some local government officials also noted 

that, at times, permits run into issues because of incomplete application information 

submitted by the developer.8 The City of Springfield also notes that they handle a large 

volume of permits that require numerous individual reviews.9 However, there is little 

opportunity to track where in the system breakdowns or issues occur, due to limited ability to 

track projects. The CEC could not acquire adequate information to support or disprove 

assumptions that permitting processes in local jurisdictions take more or less time than those 

in other jurisdictions. 

 

The CEC notes that some local governments, most notably the City of Springfield and 

Sangamon County, are working to implement tracking systems or software for various 

components of the permitting process. The City, for instance, has a basic permit tracking 

device on its website currently and is hoping to continue such efforts.10 However, these 

jurisdictions’ efforts are not all targeted toward a single system and may not all interface with 

one another.11 It may be of benefit to review opportunities for increased cooperation in this 

respect, as will be further discussed below.  

 

 

                                                 
7 CEC Interview with Dean Graven and Steve Sturm, Homebuilders Association (March 14, 2013). 
8 Personal communication from Mike Ashenfelter, former Building Inspector, Sangamon County 

Department of Public Health (October 8, 2013). 
9 Personal communication from John Sadowski, Building Department Manager, City of Springfield 

(October 21, 2013). 
10 Personal communication from John Sadowski, Building Department Manager, City of Springfield 

(October 21, 2013). 
11 Personal communication from Mike Ashenfelter, former Building Inspector, Sangamon County 

Department of Public Health (October 8, 2013). 
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Figure 1: Required Inspections in Sangamon County, Sangamon County Zoning and Building 

Safety Application for Plan Examination and Building Permit 

 

 

Best Practices 
 

As indicated above, the CEC initially looked into the question of building codes, and found 

that an accessible practice for many local governments was contracting with the 

Sangamon County Department of Public Health (SCDPH, DPH) for code enforcement 

through inspections.  The SCDPH has made available to Sangamon County municipalities a 

program for code inspection and enforcement on a fee-for-service basis. By 

intergovernmental agreement, the DPH will enforce residential and/or commercial codes 

related to the “construction, alteration, maintenance, movement, enlargement, 

replacement, repair, equipment, use and occupancy, location, removal, and demolition” of 

structures.12  This does not include responsibility for the zoning process, but the DPH will 

provide Property Maintenance Code inspections at the request of the municipal entity.  

 

In order to enter into such an intergovernmental agreement, the County and DPH require 

that the municipality involved have adopted the codes adopted by Sangamon County. The 

DPH is required to report to the municipality each time it approves a building permit 

                                                 
12 See Appendix A, “Intergovernmental Agreement between County of Sangamon and the city/Village 

of ___ Regarding the Enforcement of Residential Building Codes.” 
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application under this enforcement agreement. Sample intergovernmental agreements for 

County Health Department commercial and residential code enforcement are attached as 

Appendix A. 

 

As an alternative best practice, some local governments have implemented private 

inspectors who work on contract to provide this service. For example, Columbia, Missouri, has 

developed a certification process wherein private inspectors can provide inspections at cost 

to the residents, in place of city inspectors. This benefits residents as private inspectors can 

be available after hours to help speed up the permitting process. The city has managed to 

reduce their force by two inspectors through attrition, and municipal inspectors conduct 

quality audits on the private inspectors’ work.13  The quality audits help address a concern 

often voice associated with this sort of privatization.  The concern is that the private 

inspectors, who are effectively the employees of the property owner rather than the 

regulating municipality, may not provide as critical an inspection as a publicly employed 

inspector might, allowing potentially unsafe conditions in order to appease his or her 

“employer”.   

 

Finally, in terms of the permitting process, the CEC learned that the City of Rockford worked 

to develop a shared “one-stop” permitting system for a number of city licenses and permits, 

particularly those related to the building permitting processes. After a recommendation from 

an efficiency group, the City invested substantial time and resources to develop software 

systems in order to upgrade permitting and code enforcement services. This system worked 

to integrate building, zoning and enforcement, and inspections.14 As another example, the 

City of Kiawah Island, South Carolina, recently contracted with a private vendor already 

utilized on a regional basis in their area. By developing a “hub-and-spokes” model with the 

vendor, Kiawah gained the ability to contract out formal aspects of administration and 

enforcement while still maintaining a higher degree of local control over projects at its 

regional “hub” office.15  

 

The CEC also heard a presentation from another outside vendor offering similar services, but 

again found that the software required may be cost prohibitive for a single jurisdiction.16 

Although a collaborative effort at software procurement may alleviate some of these 

difficulties, the vendor indicated that parallel structures for the various jurisdictions’ processes 

at minimum would likely be essential to a functioning system.  

 

Alternatives  
 

Typically, the CEC presents a number of alternatives as it prepares a recommendation for 

local governments’ consideration. In this instance, however, the CEC did not feel it had 

adequate resources to fully address permitting issues. Although it attempted to respond to 

public complaints and concerns about process inefficiency by reviewing building and 

development code and permitting systems, it was unable to adequately identify how and 

why this process is frequently considered inefficient.  

 

                                                 
13 EfficientGov.Com (July 31, 2012). “Supplementing Inspectors with Private Contractors.” Available at: 

http://efficientgov.com/blog/2012/07/31/supplementing-inspectors-with-private-contractors/. 
14 Curry, Corina. (November 3, 2011). “Part of the Plan.” The Rockford Register Star. Available at: 

http://www.rrstar.com/x669412965/Part-of-the-plan. 
15SAFEbuilt (2013). “SAFEbuilt’S Regionalized Hub Model: The Best of Both Worlds.” Available at: 

http://www.safebuilt.com/why-safebuilt/case-studies.php. 
16  Presentation to the CEC from Paladin Data Systems (May 9, 2013). 

http://efficientgov.com/blog/2012/07/31/supplementing-inspectors-with-private-contractors/
http://www.rrstar.com/x669412965/Part-of-the-plan
http://www.safebuilt.com/why-safebuilt/case-studies.php
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However, this fact in and of itself provides impetus for a CEC recommendation. In order to 

manage for results, the CEC suggests that local jurisdictions need a complete understanding 

of their systems. To manage exceptions and flaws in a system, rather than merely handling a 

process as a whole, the CEC finds that local jurisdictions need to develop additional 

information related to the functions of their systems.  

 

The CEC found this research area indicative of a number of themes that it typically finds in its 

work. The first is that local governments often have difficulty measuring and tracking 

performance. Under the current system, the number of departments and employees 

interacting with a building permit, inspecting properties, and otherwise introducing 

complexity to a system without a defined point of entry or workflow makes it difficult to 

identify whether, where, and why delays are occurring.  

 

Secondly, in some situations, cost-saving measures already in place in local governments 

have adverse effects on their processes. For example, as in the best practice cited above, 

reductions in staff at both the City of Springfield and Sangamon County have led these 

jurisdictions to pursue alternative staffing arrangements. The County, for example, hires 

private inspectors to manage some inspection needs, However, this leads to scheduling 

complications and can potentially produce delays from the perspective of some 

developers, as most contracting inspectors review only a single portion of the building and 

do not comprehensively inspect lighting, plumbing, electricity, etc.17 The CEC notes that at 

times, local governments may need to invest resources that they simply do not have 

available in order to pursue an opportunity that could lead to long-term efficiency. Given 

these difficulties and limitations, the CEC developed a preliminary recommendation on the 

building permitting process only.  

 

Recommendations 
 

In light of this research, the CEC recommends that local jurisdictions involved in the building 

permitting process endeavor to document their permitting processes and consider 

implementing a combined project tracking software system or a structure for system 

management. 

 

The benefits of implementing this recommendation include:  

 

● Increased consistency in expectations for building and development projects. 

● Increased ability to identify flaws and exceptions in the permitting process and to 

manage the mitigation of these issues.  

● Increased ability to evaluate cost efficiency of an automated tracking system or 

software. 

● Potentially improved public safety due to more consistent and quality code 

enforcement and contractor work. 

 

As in every CEC recommendation, there are many challenges implicit in the implementation 

process. The primary challenges for this recommendation include the high cost of most 

automated tracking systems and the desire for local control over the permitting process. 

Land use and development are powers of primary importance to most local governments, 

and some local mayors expressed that they did not desire to make their procedures parallel 

in a manner that would likely be necessary for shared project tracking. 

                                                 
17 CEC Interview with Dean Graven and Steve Sturm, Homebuilders Association (March 14, 2013). 
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Moreover, automated system costs are substantial, and without a more thorough 

understanding of the processes in place, developing a tracking system that is 

comprehensive and improves efficiency would be difficult. It is also challenging for the CEC 

to estimate whether any efficiencies in the process would be gained from such a system. 

 

Steps toward Implementation  
 

In order to implement this recommendation, the CEC recommends that the following course 

of action would be beneficial: 

 

 Identify local jurisdictions that are involved in the permitting process. 

 Develop a working group to establish and outline the existing processes and consider 

where these processes might be made more parallel.  

 Review these systems to explore the benefits of a project tracking software or other 

automated management system.  

 

The CEC offers its support for these implementation efforts. If the CEC can provide any further 

assistance in facilitating efforts toward cooperation, it would be pleased to do so.  

 

As has been the case at multiple points in the CEC’s work, some research issues are beyond 

the capability of a volunteer citizen body to fully understand and to develop a complete 

and detailed recommendation. The CEC suggests that a group with the capacity to 

continue in its research on this and other topics may be of benefit as it nears the completion 

of its term. With respect to this research issue and others addressed throughout its work, the 

CEC has presented a recommendation that represents only a temporary or transitional step 

toward improved local government systems. Ultimately, the region may benefit from  

considering more uniformity in inspections and permitting processes, and potentially a 

combined regional department responsible for these functions. 

 

Respectfully submitted, 

 

 

Hon. Karen Hasara, Chair 

on behalf of the  

Citizens’ Efficiency Commission  

for Sangamon County 
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Appendix A: Sample Code Enforcement Intergovernmental Agreement 
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